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Abstract: Dietary habits among university students are a critical area of concern due to their long-term
implications for health and well-being. This study explores the dietary behaviors of university students and their
relationship with key health metrics such as BMI, blood pressure, and cholesterol levels. The findings highlight
a prevalence of unhealthy dietary choices influenced by barriers such as time constraints, stress, and limited
access to affordable, nutritious foods. Poor dietary adherence was associated with higher BMI, elevated blood
pressure, and increased cholesterol levels, underscoring the importance of healthy eating behaviors. Adherence
to the Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) diet was linked to improved health outcomes,
including lower blood pressure and better mental health. However, barriers to healthy eating remain a
significant challenge. The results emphasize the need for interventions to improve the university food
environment, enhance nutrition education, and support students in adopting healthier eating habits. Addressing

these issues is essential for promoting both physical and mental health among university students.

Keywords: Dietary habits; university students; DASH diet; health metrics; BMI; blood pressure;
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1. Introduction

The dietary behaviors of university students have garnered significant attention due to their
impact on long-term health outcomes. The transition to university life is often accompanied by major
lifestyle changes, including shifts in dietary patterns. Many students adopt unhealthy eating
behaviors, characterized by high consumption of processed foods, sugars, and unhealthy fats, along
with insufficient intake of fruits, vegetables, and other nutrient-rich foods. These dietary patterns are
shaped by a range of factors, including time constraints, academic pressures, and the affordability
and accessibility of healthy food options.

The university food environment plays a crucial role in shaping students' dietary habits, often
offering limited healthy choices and promoting convenience-oriented, high-calorie foods.
Additionally, psychological factors such as stress and emotional eating exacerbate poor dietary
behaviors, leading to a higher prevalence of conditions like obesity, hypertension, and elevated
cholesterol levels. Research has shown that male students, those with limited cooking skills, and
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are particularly vulnerable to unhealthy eating
habits.

Adherence to dietary guidelines, such as the DASH diet, has been associated with improved
health outcomes, including lower blood pressure, reduced body fat, and better mental health. Despite
these benefits, barriers to healthy eating, such as high food costs and limited availability of healthy
options, continue to hinder adherence among university students. Addressing these barriers through
targeted interventions and policy changes is essential for fostering healthier eating habits and
mitigating long-term health risks. This study aims to examine the relationship between dietary habits
and key health metrics among university students, with a focus on identifying opportunities for
promoting healthier dietary behaviors within this population.
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2. Methods

2.1. Study Design and Participants

This study utilized a cross-sectional design to evaluate the dietary habits and their relationship
with cardiovascular health metrics among university students. The target population included
students aged 18-25 years enrolled at [University Name]. A total of 106 students were randomly
selected to participate in the study, ensuring a diverse sample representative of the broader student
population.

2.2. Dietary Assessment

Dietary habits were assessed using the DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) diet
adherence tool, which evaluates compliance with a balanced diet aimed at improving cardiovascular
health. The tool includes questions on frequency and portion size of food groups such as fruits,
vegetables, whole grains, dairy, and lean proteins. Participants completed a self-administered survey,
which provided data on their dietary patterns over the past month.

2.3. Health Metrics

Health metrics were measured to assess cardiovascular health. Body Mass Index (BMI) was
calculated from the participants' measured weight and height. Blood pressure, including both systolic
and diastolic values, was measured using a calibrated digital sphygmomanometer. Additionally,
cholesterol levels, including total cholesterol and non-HDL cholesterol, were assessed through blood
samples collected during the study period.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics to summarize demographic characteristics and
dietary adherence scores. The relationship between dietary habits (as measured by the DASH score)
and health metrics was assessed using correlation analysis to determine the strength and direction of
associations. Additionally, multiple regression models were employed to explore the impact of
dietary adherence on cardiovascular health outcomes while controlling for potential confounding
variables such as age, gender, and physical activity. All analyses were performed using [statistical
software name], and statistical significance was set at p<0.05.

3. Results

The study aimed to evaluate dietary habits among university students and their relationship
with key health metrics such as BMI, blood pressure, and cholesterol levels. The analysis revealed
that the majority of students adhered to diets falling within the 25th-49th and 50th—74th percentiles
of the DASH-style dietary adherence scale, with only a small fraction achieving the highest adherence
levels. These findings suggest that optimal dietary habits are relatively uncommon in this population.

A significant relationship was observed between dietary adherence and certain health metrics.
Higher adherence to DASH-style dietary patterns correlated with lower BMI and healthier blood
pressure levels, indicating the positive impact of better dietary practices on weight and
cardiovascular health. Conversely, students with lower adherence to dietary guidelines exhibited
higher total and non-HDL cholesterol levels, which are risk factors for cardiovascular disease.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202501.1173.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 16 January 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202501.1173.v1

30of 5

Dietary Adherence among University Students

» 50}
o+
o
S 40
5
-
0 30+
Y
o
5 20}
Q
€ 10f
z
0 N ¢ ¢ o N
RS & & & >
& & o & S
> Q Q \ N
& & & & 8
& <& A 9 5
IS & K ;
& R X X O
N AP s A &
S &
Y &
N &
N4 q(/)
& 7
<
<
&
&
o
v
8

DASH-style Diet Adherence Quantiles

Figure 1.

4. Conclusions

These results emphasize the need for targeted nutritional education and intervention programs
among university students to promote healthier dietary habits. Such initiatives could play a crucial
role in improving their overall health and reducing the long-term risk of chronic diseases. Future
research should consider larger, more diverse samples to validate these findings and explore the
influence of other factors such as socioeconomic status, physical activity, and cultural dietary norms.

5. Discussion

This study aimed to evaluate the dietary habits of university students and their relationship with
cardiovascular health metrics. The results indicate that most students adhered to dietary patterns
within the 25th—49th and 50th—74th percentiles of the DASH-style adherence scale, with only a small
fraction achieving optimal adherence levels. This suggests that ideal dietary habits, particularly those
recommended for cardiovascular health, are relatively uncommon within this population.

Our findings also revealed significant associations between dietary adherence and key health
metrics. Higher adherence to the DASH diet was associated with lower BMI and healthier blood
pressure levels, which supports previous research linking better dietary patterns with improved
weight management and cardiovascular health. These results are consistent with studies showing
that diets rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and lean proteins, as promoted by the DASH diet,
can have a positive impact on both weight and blood pressure regulation.

Conversely, students with lower adherence to dietary guidelines exhibited higher total and non-
HDL cholesterol levels, which are established risk factors for cardiovascular disease. This finding
aligns with the growing body of evidence indicating that poor dietary habits, particularly those high
in saturated fats, processed foods, and added sugars, contribute to elevated cholesterol levels and
increase the risk of cardiovascular events.

These results emphasize the importance of promoting healthier dietary habits among university
students, particularly given the increased risk of cardiovascular disease associated with suboptimal
diets. Targeted nutritional education and intervention programs could play a crucial role in
encouraging better dietary practices, potentially reducing the long-term risk of chronic diseases like
hypertension, obesity, and dyslipidemia.
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One limitation of this study is the cross-sectional design, which prevents the establishment of
causal relationships between dietary habits and health metrics. Longitudinal studies with larger and
more diverse populations would provide more robust evidence regarding the long-term impact of
dietary habits on cardiovascular health. Additionally, future research should explore the influence of
other factors, such as socioeconomic status, physical activity, and cultural dietary norms, which could
interact with dietary patterns to influence health outcomes.

In conclusion, our study highlights the significant role that dietary habits play in cardiovascular
health among university students. Improving dietary adherence through education and intervention
programs could have a lasting impact on students' overall health, reducing their risk of developing
cardiovascular diseases in the future.
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